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The peoples' choice 
 


By Aviv Lavie
 

It's not based on true love, or even altruism. The Israeli side, with its formidable resources, is a well-oiled machine compared to the one-man show on the Palestinian side. But former Shin Bet chief Ami Ayalon and noted Palestinian intellectual Sari Nusseibeh are certain that their peace initiative will succeed where others have failed 


One of the first meetings between Ami Ayalon and Sari Nusseibeh was held at Ayalon's home. The spacious house in Moshav Kerem Maharal, near Zichron Yaakov, with its handsome garden and its view of the ever-green slopes of Mount Carmel, provided a setting of perfect symbolism for the encounter: One of the wings of Ayalon's home was built by the same Arab family that lived there until 1948. In July 1948, as Israel's War of Independence raged, the 3,000 residents of the village of Ijzim fled, never to return. A fig tree planted by the Arab inhabitants in the first half of the 20th century still stands in one of the corners of the yard. Ayalon hid nothing. Nusseibeh, himself the offspring of a family of refugees from the Ramle area, smiled thinly and said nothing. "People who know Sari," Ayalon observes, "know that he keeps his feelings to himself." Nusseibeh: "It's not that I have no feelings. I just think that we should not be captives of those feelings. My dreams are about the future, not the past."     
 
  

Faithful to this approach, the Palestinian Ph.D. in philosophy and the retired Israeli admiral, who was also the head of the Shin Bet security service, launched their ambitious peace initiative on June 25. Their aim is to have the members of the two nations sign a six-point Statement of Principles that they formulated, and which they signed on July 27, 2002.   

The main points of the agreement are: Israel will withdraw to the lines of June 4, 1967; the Palestinians will establish a state on 100 percent of the territory that Israel conquered in the 1967 Six-Day War. To reduce the number of settlers who will have to leave their homes, "border modifications" may be introduced, "based on an equitable and agreed-upon territorial exchange" at a ratio of 1:1. The Palestinians will forgo their demand to realize the right of return, with the refugees making do with financial compensation and the opportunity to reside in the state of Palestine. The Palestinian state will be demilitarized. As for Jerusalem, it will be "an open city, the capital of two states," with the Arab neighborhoods under Palestinian sovereignty and the Jewish neighborhoods under Israeli sovereignty. "Neither side will exercise sovereignty over the holy places." The arrangement will be that Palestine "will be designated Guardian of Haram al-Sharif [the Temple Mount] for the benefit of Muslims. Israel will be the Guardian of the Western Wall for the benefit of the Jewish people." Both sides will agree that "the full implementation of these principles" will mark the end of the conflict.   

 The official invitation to the public to sign the Statement of Principles was issued two weeks ago. Full-page ads with photographs of Ayalon and Nusseibeh appeared in the Hebrew papers, under the slogan, "The People's Voice - signing an end to the conflict." The ads were published in the Palestinian press a few days earlier, under the headline, "The people's campaign for peace and democracy." 

The success of the venture has been astounding so far, say the Israelis who are involved: At the beginning of this week, after the first 10 days, nearly 20,000 people had signed. "There were times when we had 700 people on hold," says Dror Sternschuss, from the Zarfatti- Sternschuss-Zamir ad agency, which is responsible for the campaign on the Israeli side. Across the Green Line, Nusseibeh said that nearly 2,000 Palestinians had signed so far. Given the conditions in which Nusseibeh is working, that number is considered a success. However, as everyone knows, in the months ahead the disparity is liable to hover as a question mark casting a shadow over the success of the entire project.  

 Marriage of interests 

   "It all began," Ami Ayalon recalls, "with a conversation between Aryeh, Boaz and Ami, three friends, three concerned citizens." Aryeh is Aryeh Rutenberg, from the McCann-Kesher-Barel ad agency, and Boaz is Boaz Tamir, from the Netafim company, which is engaged in water technology and irrigation solutions - and whose board chairman is Ami Ayalon. The conversation took place three years ago, and when Rutenberg heard what Ayalon had to say, he decided to cooperate with him.    

"Ayalon's central thesis," Rutenberg explains, "was that on the Palestinian side, as on the Israeli side, there is a large majority that supports a compromise and who, like us, are convinced that there is no one to talk to. I asked him whether he could show me that majority, prove that it exists. After all, we Israelis are always asking why there is no equivalent of the Peace Now group on the Palestinian side. For Ami, the distance between talk and action is very small, and he immediately called Mohammed Dahlan and Jibril Rajoub [then the Palestinian Authority's security chiefs for the Gaza Strip and West Bank, respectively] and asked them whether they thought it would be possible to get the Palestinian public to sign a compromise agreement. They said yes, and from that point things started to roll."    

Ayalon: "The point of departure was the disparity between the public on both sides and the leaderships. According to all the public opinion surveys and studies we have, about 70 percent of the Israelis and the Palestinians are ready for peace in more or less the terms we formulated, but most of them don't believe there is a partner on the other side for such an agreement. We looked for a way to cut this Gordian knot, the feeling that prevails on both sides that `we have no one to talk to.' We reached the conclusion that the only way is to get the two nations to sign an agreement, and through the mass signing to force the leaderships to implement it."    

As far as Ayalon can recall, he met Dr. Sari Nusseibeh for the first time at Givat Haviva, the education center of the Kibbutz Artzi movement, where the two had been invited to lecture at a conference. Nusseibeh, for his part, remembers first meeting Ayalon at a conference in London. The connection between them is hardly self-evident. Their body language discloses a large gap in temperament. Nusseibeh is relaxed, his motions moderate, and it looks as though it would not be easy to ruffle him. Ayalon exudes a frenetic energy, is taut as a spring, and projects assertiveness and determination. "It's not a story of friendship," says one of the people involved in the campaign. "Every few years the Israeli politicians discover the Palestinians. They fall in love with Dahlan because he's really nice and have some laughs together. But this is different. We're talking about two very businesslike people, who work from the head, not the gut."    

Nusseibeh agrees: "We are different types. He's an army man who spent most of his life in uniform. I'm an intellectual, an academic, and I don't like violence of any sort and generally I don't like army people, either. Before I met Ami I saw him on television, and what I appreciated in him is his directness, the precision with which he expresses himself. My feeling was that he was someone who was not manipulative and who believed in what he was saying. What we have is not a love affair but a marriage based on a common interest and a shared pain."    

Ayalon: "I accept the fact that the connection between us is on an ideological basis. No special chemistry has been created here. From the outset I wasn't looking for new friends. Anyhow, it takes me a long time to connect to people; I can count my close friends on four and a half fingers [Ayalon lost half a finger in a childhood accident]."    

At the same time, he says, he feels that there is an emotional dimension to his relationship with Nusseibeh. "The most rational thing one can do here is to go our separate ways ... It's precisely those who want to do something, change things, address the situation who are not rational. The stubbornness stems from my hard feeling that we are heading in a very bad direction, and that feeling doesn't come from the head but from a place much lower down."   

 The stage of organizing ahead of the public aspect of the campaign took far longer than had been planned. Ayalon and Nusseibeh signed their Statement of Principles a year ago, in Athens, in a ceremony attended by the Greek foreign minister, George Papandreou, and Bill Clinton, who has a record of spectacular failures in trying to mediate between Israelis and Palestinians. Each side then proceeded to organize its ranks. It quickly emerged that even if this was a case of two halves of the same whole, the challenges on the two sides of the 1967 Green Line are radically different.   

 The Israelis   

 To mount a campaign of this order of magnitude, a sizable cash flow is needed, but Ami Ayalon stated from the beginning that he refused to rely on external donations. "Money has a color," he notes. "I knew that if I were to rely on European money, that would be used against me. It's important for me that the discussion be centered on the idea. We all know that in Israel there is nothing easier than to divert a debate to a sidetrack, and I don't want to supply ammunition to people who will try to do that."   

 So far, he has been successful. The list of donors - which is classified - has more than 100 Israeli and Jewish Diaspora donors. The board of the directors of The People's Voice includes Jacob Burak, the founder and Chairman of Evergreen Venture Capital; Moshe Ronen, the CEO of Golden Pages; and Yossi Pilus, from the Kesselman & Kesselman accounting firm. With a group like that, Ayalon doesn't have to worry about the project's bank account.   

 An active and particularly intriguing member of the board is Orni Petrushka. Petrushka leaped briefly into the headlines in 2000, when Chromatis, a high-tech firm of which he was the co-founder, was sold to Lucent Technologies for the stunning sum of $4.5 billion. At the time, the economic pages and the gossip columns busied themselves with the fateful question of how much of that money made its way to Petrushka's personal bank account. The estimates ranged from $150 million to $300 million. Petrushka, who has tried to keep his distance from the public stage, says he met Ayalon a year ago at a lecture and was taken by his ideas. "Thanks to the sale of Chromatis, I can devote most of my time to this issue," he says. Since their meeting he has introduced Ayalon to potential donors, and he himself has put in his own money. "Former prime minister Ehud Barak said that Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat is not a partner, but we are trying to show that there is a partner - the Palestinian public," he says. And if the project fails? "I'm an optimist by nature," Petrushka says, "but in any event, even if we don't succeed, this won't be the last effort."   

 Alongside the board of directors is a "council" that consists of 24 central activists whose names are more or less familiar, from a range of public spheres. Among them: Asaf Hefetz, a former national chief of police; Yaakov Kedmi, formerly head of Nativ, the "liaison bureau" in the Prime Minister's Office; Prof. Alice Shalvi, formerly director of the Women's Lobby; David Kimche, a former Foreign Ministry director-general and senior official in the Mossad; Brigadier General (res.) Giora Inbar; Prof. Avi Ravitzky, from the Hebrew University's Institute of Jewish Studies; Tami Molad Hayou, from the campaign of the social organizations; and even Zohar Yakobson, who runs an agency for performing artists. Bringing together people from different areas serves one of the important messages that Ayalon and the others are trying to get across in the campaign: the agreement, they say, cuts across parties and political opinions.   

 The close work with highly experienced advertising people - Sternschuss has worked with the Meretz party and with peace activist Yossi Beilin in recent years - is apparent in Ayalon's public appearances. In the past few months he made the rounds of a large number of media outlets in order to describe the project. He usually showed up for the interviews and background briefings with Orni Petrushka and a few people from the ad agency. Journalists who attended these sessions formed the impression that, as one of them put it, "He comes highly prepared, with an answer for every question, usually a short answer with a good punch line at the end. He has learned that if he wants his message to get across he has to speak in sound bites."   

 To run the campaign, a full-time director-general was appointed - he is one of four salaried employees on the project - Haim Ga'ash, formerly head of the Pardes Hanna local council on behalf of the Labor Party and, like Ayalon, a navy man. Ga'ash has a small office near the bourse in Ramat Gan. The telephone operation is located in the next room. In the meantime, those who want to add their names to the agreement can do so by phone and via the Internet (the source of most of the signatures so far). In a few days, booths will be set up in the big cities and the second stage of the campaign will begin.   

 "I refuse to check every 15 minutes to see how we are doing," Sternschuss says, adding, "It's a marathon." Ami Ayalon: "The rate of joiners is greater than we expected, but I can hardly say that I am walking around with a feeling of satisfaction. I assume that there were 20,000 or 30,000 people who just waited for an initiative so they could sign it, but our test will be in getting to the periphery, to every home in Israel."   

 What will you consider a success?   

 Ayalon: "I imagine that if within about half a year we get to 100,000 or so on the Palestinian side and two or three times that many on our side, we will be pleased. But the true test is not the numbers, it's the influence: whether, at a certain point the quantity of signatories will become a critical mass that will have an impact on the politicians. I believe we will reach that stage, but it depends on two things: good organization and what happens on the Palestinian side."   

 The Palestinians   

 On the Palestinian side, things are moving a lot more slowly. As compared to the financiers, managers and advertising experts who are working with Ami Ayalon, Nusseibeh gives the impression of trying to negotiate a blocked dirt road in the territories with an antiquated car. Money is so far
 nonexistent, and the use of Israeli money is out of the question. Nusseibeh approached a number of European and American funds and is still waiting for replies. He himself is coordinating the activity in the meantime, as he has no means to hire salaried employees. He has established a council of 36 members, including the mayor of Qalqilyah, Maarouf Zaharan; the director-general of the Health Ministry, Dr. Said Hanoun; senior members of the Preventive Security apparatus; representatives of women's organizations; and academics. He does not have the services of an ad agency at his disposal: the notices that have appeared in the Palestinian press were designed by volunteers. "Sometimes amateurs can do the work better," Nusseibeh says in self-consolation.   

 On top of all these logistical problems is the greatest difficulty that derives from the disparities between the political culture in Israel and among the Palestinians: In Palestinian society, which lacks a democratic tradition, signing petitions and public identification with positions - certainly with positions that are not especially popular - is an unprecedented act. "We are trying to do something that is new in our political culture," Nusseibeh explains. "We are coming to people and telling them that until now you read about historic decisions in the paper or saw them on television. No one came to you to ask what you think, but now you can take your fate in your hands and wield influence. That is not a message that can be inculcated in one day."   

 Even if the response is better than expected, the rate at which signatures are collected cannot possibly compete with that on the Israeli side. Getting people to add their names by telephone or via the Internet is hopeless. Nusseibeh's staff, consisting of a few dozen volunteers, have to go from door to door across the West Bank and ask people to sign. The Israeli army checkpoints that exist in every corner of the region do not make things easier. At the moment, the activity is focusing in Ramallah and its surrounding neighborhoods. Nusseibeh categorizes the various areas according to their level of difficulty. Jenin, not surprisingly, is "hard," Nablus is "sensitive," but they had relative success in Hebron, of all places.   

 "A great deal depends on whether we succeed in persuading the grassroots people of Fatah, the coordinators of the Fatah regions and the Tanzim [a Fatah-affiliated militia]," he says. "They are our tie to the public. A word from them can open many doors. In the Hebron area many of the Fatah people are working with us, so things are going well there. There are many difficulties. There are places where the Fatah leaders feel that by connecting to their activists we are undermining the foundations of the organization, and there are places where there are two leading activists in the same region, and if one of them supports us the other automatically objects and tries to make things difficult because of the rivalry between them. But we are slowly learning how to overcome this."   

 Ayalon   

 It takes only a quick glance at the garden of Ami Ayalon's home to understand that one of his major traits is purposefulness. After years of doubt and hesitation, the Ayalon family decided to invest in a swimming pool. But it's a very bizarre pool - more like a long canal, actually: about two meters wide and 20 meters long. It has one function: to make it possible for the owner of the house, a former commander-in-chief of the Israel Navy, to swim 1.5 kilometers every morning: 75 laps.   

 After nearly four decades (33 years in the navy and another four and a half as head of the Shin Bet), in which he was the flesh of the Israeli occupation, Ayalon, who last week turned 58, is now devoting most of his time and energy to an attempt to bring the occupation to an end. And we're talking about a lot of time and plenty of energy: Most of his evenings are taken up with parlor meetings, meetings with donors and talks he delivers all over the country. He has even been to the veteran settlement of Ofra. And he is doing it all for no pay. In the mornings he travels to Tel Aviv, where Netafim has its headquarters.   

 Where were you until now? You spent almost 40 years in the defense establishment, and only after leaving it you suddenly came to the conclusion that the occupation has to be ended?   

 "Looking back, I know that during all my years in the navy I didn't know the first thing about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Even when I was an admiral and took part in meetings of the General Staff and signed papers, I didn't know anything. It's not that I'm dumb and don't understand, it's something that you also find in other senior officers. When you're in the army, you're familiar only with the army angle. It was only when I came to the Shin Bet that I learned for the first time that the military interface, in our relations with the Palestinians, is totally marginal. The role of the security service is to prevent terrorism, but to do that well it has to look at the society it is up against with a far broader view, understand the motivations and be familiar with the background. I always believed that beyond the operational activity we should be reading poems by Mahmoud Darwish and articles by Amira Hass in order to understand what's really going on there."   

 Isn't it the case that some in the Shin Bet place a creative interpretation on what you say and summon people like Darwish for interrogations?   

 "To the best of my knowledge that did not occur in the 1990s. In any event, to read Mahmoud Darwish is the obligation of the Shin Bet, but to interrogate him for those poems is ridiculous."   

 As head of the Shin Bet, did you have a file about Sari Nusseibeh on your desk?   

 "No. The Shin Bet does surveillance of people who are engaged in terrorism, and Sari was never engaged in terrorism or involved in it in any way, shape or form."   

 Yet that's not what Uzi Landau thinks. As public security minister in the first Sharon government, he sent police to shut down Nusseibeh's offices at Al-Quds University and declared that Nusseibeh was engaged in dangerous activity.   

 "I have no intention of getting drawn into that argument. If you noticed, it was only the police and the staff of the Public Security Ministry who were involved in that episode. The Shin Bet said nothing. If the Shin Bet had claimed that Nusseibeh was dangerous, I would have had to take it seriously."   

 Yet two months ago, Israel Radio suddenly broadcast an item stating that a report drawn up by a special committee of experts of the Public Security Ministry, under the current minister, Tzachi Hanegbi, found that Nusseibeh is a dangerous dissimulator who is really working for the destruction of Israel.   

 "Well, and since then we have heard nothing about that, so apparently newspaper reporters have some common sense, after all. When I hear items like that on the news, I know it's time to switch to the Voice of Music."   

 The issue of Nusseibeh's alleged hidden agenda is not the only one on which Ayalon and the defense establishment do not see eye to eye. It's clear to Ayalon that one of the keys to the success of the joint campaign is mutuality. "It's a paradox: The more Palestinians that sign, the more Israelis there are who will sign, and the more Israelis that sign, the more Palestinians there are who will sign." To ensure the existence of that mutuality, the staff of the ad agency is already working on the next series of advertisements, in which Palestinians who signed - such as Leila, a teacher from Tul Karm - will be photographed and appeal to the Israeli public with the words, "I signed."   

 Ayalon, for his part, wanted to go to the West Bank in order to meet with opinion makers from the Palestinian public and persuade them that the campaign is a serious project. To his disappointment, the defense establishment prevented him from entering Area A (under full Palestinian control). "I don't think there is any sort of security risk involved," he says, "and I also had all possible guarantees from Dahlan that protection would be provided and there was nothing to be worried about. But I decided that I would play by the rules and I have no intention to sneak in on dirt trails."   

 What do you say to the many people who wonder why you don't enter political life and try to promote your project from inside the system?   

 "The first decisions I made after leaving the Shin Bet involved what I don't want to do. I decided that I would not do anything related to security, security protection, arms sales and the like. I also decided not to enter politics, because in politics you have to count to 10 before you say anything, as in the end you have to be elected and for that you have to say what your constituency expects to hear. That doesn't suit me; I don't think I would be able to succeed in a system where those are the rules. As for the current campaign, I think what sets it apart is that, while it is political, it crosses party lines. When you enter a party you drag a set of messages and party positions with you, and every party also has a history that generates rivalries and hatreds, so you lose audiences. What we are doing is an attempt to transmit one message, and a message like this can only be transmitted in a non-party framework."   

 Flak from the left   

 Ami Ayalon is at great pains not to identify with any side on the Israeli political map. Asked what, for example, he will do if Yossi Beilin comes out with a public declaration of support, he is cautious in his reply: "At this stage any embrace by a party will only be harmful to us."   

 Beilin, for his part, was delighted this week to express earnest support for Ayalon and Nusseibeh. "It's a super-important project," he said, adding that he had e-mailed his friends to urge them to support the initiative. "It's very important to promote the understanding that at the end of the day the solution will be in these parameters, more or less, and to try to show the Israeli public that there is a partner on the other side. From my point of view, their position paper is superb, and the next stage will have to be to introduce details and create a more elaborate agreement that will prove that it's all practical and feasible."   

 On the other side of the political spectrum, Likud MK Yuval Steinitz, the chairman of the Knesset's Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, surprised many when he invited Ayalon and Nusseibeh for a talk. "There are many positive aspects in the plan," he notes, "though there are also articles I cannot agree to, such as forgoing territories in western Samaria and a total return to the lines of 1967. I imagine that many Israelis will sign the document, but the question is what will happen on the Palestinian side. If people there don't sign, it will be obvious that we have no partner."   

 And let's say that many Palestinians sign and it turns out that there is a partner - will you then be willing to go back to the 1967 lines?   

 "No."   

 Further to the left, though, the plan is being criticized mainly for the unequivocal phrasing of the clause about the right of return - a right the Palestinians forgo entirely. "Sari is a fine person and I'm fond of him. Once we even marched with arms linked throughout an entire demonstration. But I'm apprehensive that his total forgoing of the right of return means that he's finished in the eyes of a large number of Palestinians," says the veteran peace activist Uri Avnery, who is now, as always, engaged in setting up an Israeli-Palestinian peace organization. "The formulation they arrived at is meant to satisfy and be easy to digest for the Israeli public, for which the right of return has long since become a monstrosity and has lurched out of any rational sphere - but the Palestinians will not sign it. The smart thing is to come up with an agreement that will bridge the gap between what will happen in practice - there will be no concrete right of return - and the declarative dimension, which will make it possible for the Palestinians to feel that they are emerging with something in hand. That does not exist here. The result will be an agreement that stands on a tall and solid Israeli leg and on a short and weak Palestinian leg, and that is a sure recipe for limping."   

 Ayalon rejects this criticism outright: "I do not rule out humanitarian steps of one kind or another, such as family reunification or the return of a certain number of refugees," he says. "But there is a difference between making this obligatory in an agreement and leaving it to Israel to decide whether to make such gestures after the agreement is implemented. This agreement reflects the farthest limit of my concession, and I think that on this issue I represent the majority of the Israeli public. I am not left-wing, certainly not traditional left. After all, we, too are forgoing the dream of the territories and of Greater Israel. I definitely think that at this moment the agreement is closer to the concrete practice that the Israelis can accept, but as I see it that is precisely the role of the Palestinian leadership - to move courageously in the direction of that practicality.   

 "I always said to Dahlan," Ayalon continues, "that their great mistake is that they don't raise the subject of the right of return within  

 the Palestinian public and don't confront the Palestinians with the fact that Israel will never agree to a return of refugees. I think that Sari is showing a great deal of courage by raising the subject for discussion, and in any event it is a crucial stage on the way to a future agreement.   

 "By the way, our agreement states explicitly that Israel will contribute to an international fund to compensate the refugees, which of course expresses our share in the responsibility. I can only hope that we will be strong enough and broad-hearted enough to make humanitarian gestures after the agreement. By the same token, I hope that the Palestinian state will be strong enough and tolerant enough to accept Jews who will want to go on living in Beit El or Hebron."   

 You have a solid security background, but Nusseibeh is more like a Palestinian Uri Avnery. It's claimed that he is aristocratic, cut off from the people, a member of the academic elite. Are you sure you chose the right partner?   

 "Sari is a very civil person. The fact that he is detached from the grassroots and from the bureaucracy of the Palestinian Authority is in a sense also his advantage: He's not identified with the corruption of the PA and people know that he is not motivated by irrelevant interests. There are a good many members of the Palestinian establishment, including in their leadership, who understand that the final settlement will look more or less like the terms of our document, but unlike Sari they lack the courage to come out and say so openly."   

 What will happen if Nusseibeh is unable to get a reasonable number of signatures because of the formulation of the right of return clause? Won't the damage done by that failure be tremendous and supply the overwhelming proof that in fact we don't have a partner?   

 "That's a defeatist attitude. I believe we will succeed. And if not, things can't be any worse than they are now, anyway. After all, how many Israelis are there now who believe we have a partner?"   

 Nusseibeh   

 The heat of the Jerusalem summer is not conducive to Sari Nusseibeh's well-being. In the early afternoon of a broiling day he emerges from his car perspiring and somewhat rumpled. He is president of Al-Quds University, in East Jerusalem, but his office is far from exuding elegance or luxury, perhaps reflecting the state of Palestinian higher education. He is shadowed by two bodyguards who waste a lot of energy on energetic gestures they saw in action films. Gradually, beneath the tough exterior and the scruffy beards, they turn out to be a couple of nice guys who speak a pretty fair Hebrew and complain about having to work today, "because there's a good sale at the Malha Mall" in Jewish Jerusalem.   

 Nusseibeh says he needed the bodyguards long before he linked up with Ami Ayalon for their joint project. A few statements he made condemning the intifada, and a highly publicized dispute with the mufti of Jerusalem made him a popular target of threats among extremist Palestinians. The text of the agreement he is now trying to market did not improve the situation.   

 As expected, the flak is due largely to the total concession of the right of return. "Nusseibeh is conceding a right that is not his, of a state that does not deserve such behavior," a Palestinian columnist wrote, alluding to a sentence the Arabs used to invoke about Lord Balfour ("He promised a country that is not his to a people that has no right to it"). Nusseibeh had to cross all manner of obstacles on the way to launching the campaign. A few months ago, he planned to hold a festive press conference in Ramallah, with the participation of many Fatah representatives, a display of strength that was intended to create public legitimation. At the last minute - some say at the intervention of Yasser Arafat - the event was canceled.   

 A family of refugees from the Deheishe refugee camp south of Jerusalem published a stinging leaflet against him; he went to the camp and met with them face to face. On another occasion, when he came to An-Najah University, in Nablus, a Hamas bastion, to give a talk about the project, he was forced to speak in a side hall in the wake of a stormy demonstration by students.   

 People accused him of collaborating with the Shin Bet, alluding to the past of his Israeli partner. After the first ads appeared in the Palestinian press, accompanied by the signatures of nearly 200 well-known supporters, the signatories came under heavy pressure and about 30 of them changed their minds and asked to have their names deleted from the list. "Nothing comes easily," Nusseibeih says. "In the areas in which our activists work there is graffiti against them on the walls, and sometimes there is a war of leaflets in the street. But now, after we launched the campaign officially, we have broken the ice, so from now on it will all be much easier."   

 Nusseibeh is also far from pampered by the Israeli establishment. As he signs theoretical peace treaties, his confidants continue to feel the arm of the occupation. Not long ago his son returned from a meeting with Israelis in Italy and was delayed for hours at the airport even though he carries an East Jerusalem residency card. A few months ago, one of his aides, Moussa Blawana, was detained at an army checkpoint while on his way to a meeting with peace activists in Ramallah. Furious, Nusseibeh stated that he was breaking off all dialogue with Israelis until Blawana was released. Finally, the Civil Administration admitted its mistake and Nusseibeh won a few points from the Palestinians for his adamant position. And there were, of course, the raids on his office and its closure for 10 days by the Public Security Ministry.   

 Do you think that your harassment has anything to do with your joint activity with Ayalon?   

 "I don't know if there is some sort of conspiracy against our initiative. In any event, I don't intend to despair because of that."   

 What do you say to your friend Uri Avnery, who maintains that you went too far by conceding the right of return?   

 "Those were the terms that Ami proposed, and he said the Israeli public can live with them. We, the Palestinians, have a supreme interest in signing an agreement that the Israelis can live with. I believe we have the right of return, but I also believe we have the right to live in peace and independence, and as in married life, there are situations in which it is impossible to realize both rights together, and you have to give up one of them in order to realize the other. If we don't concede, we'll lose both rights.   

 "Besides," Nusseibeh continues, "I personally abhor the position taken by some of the Palestinian leaders, who are after a symbolic return as a means to persuade people that they brought them the right of return. That is mere pretense. If people follow leaders who say, `I will get you the right of return,' but in the end will bring 100,000 refugees over a 10-year period, they will come out against them afterward. It is far fairer to say from the outset that the return is not on the agenda, the right will not be realized, and that's what we have done."   

 It is important for him to touch the Israelis, he says. "It's important for me to persuade them that I can be trusted as a neighbor who seeks peace. To see what the Israelis' fears are and make them stop being afraid. Absurdly, even though I live under occupation, I have more strength to appeal to the Israeli public, to hold the key to my future, and to enter a state with it. I don't have to persuade Uri Avnery; I have to persuade the entire Israeli public, which views me as a monster. Therefore, when Ayalon came and said these were the principles, I said fine, and I started to work among my nation. At first people told me the only signature would be mine, now they are saying it's only me and a few thousand more. I believe that within six months we will easily get 100,000 signatures."   

 Easily?   

 "Easily."   

 And if not?   

 "Can things be worse than they are now?"n
